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WORDSWORTH’S USE OF NEGATIVE DEFINITION IN
THE PRELUDE
K. E. MARRE
THE UNIVERSITY OF DAYTON
As a poem that so painstakingly persuades the reader to accept its
 
world
 
view, The Prelude might not appear to be what it really amounts  
to: poetic definition. It defines the ideas that shaped Wordsworth’
s life. In it,
 
the poet refines numerous autobiographical episodes in such  
a way that they define himself. In those “interpretive passages” in
 which he explains the significance of selected episodes in his life, he
 defines—first for himself, and
 
then for the reader—those mysterious  
processes by which his poetic sensibility was nurtured.1 Such pas
­sages are made memorable for us by any means at the writer’s dispo
­sal. Many, in
 
fact, are cast into the rhetorical mode of Definition; and  
of
 
these passages, a notably high percentage are in what I will call  
“negative definition.”
Although
 
the poem was ostensibly addressed to Coleridge, I have  
in this instance interpreted the “reader” of the poem to be anyone
 genuinely interested in the subject of the poetic sensibility. Meyer
 Abrams has
 
noted that “Coleridge...is an auditor in absentia, and the  
solitary author often supplements [direct address] with an interior
 monologue, or else carries on an extended colloquy with the landscape
 in which the interlocutors are ‘my mind’ and ‘the speaking face of
 earth and heaven’
.
”2 In such instances, especially, Wordsworth is  
keenly aware that he is
 
being overheard. Thus, his resources of rhetor ­
ical persuasion are fully employed, so that we may come as close as
 possible to a re-creation of his experience. The critical distance
 afforded to the writer by the act of recollection allows him to refine and
 shape his
 
experiences  so that they define the nature of poetic sensibil ­
ity as he understood it—but there
 
is the problem of making his expe ­
riences and ideas
 
memorable for  a reader. In order to bring the reader  
to see the
 
full significance of Wordsworth’s experiences, he very faith ­
fully and carefully defines them. Only if he successfully defines his
 ideas can the significance of them be internalized by the reader—
 Coleridge or whomever. The rhetorical mode of Definition, then, has a
 particular significance for The Prelude. It is not only a method for
 developing ideas, but also the end to which all other methods tend.
 Kenneth Johnston points to the oddities of some of Wordsworth’
s 
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descriptive language, such as “bothersome double negatives,” and
 
explains that these “are probably the key to, and the highest expres
­sion of Wordsworth’
s
 verbal artistry.  Taken together, they are a body  
of idiomatic expressions with their own grammatical consistency,
 and they constitute Wordsworth’
s
 successful realization of his theoret ­
ical claim to have written in the language of common men as it is
 modified by passion
 
and high emotion.”3 Verbal artistry (and particu ­
larly double negatives) all tend toward Definition.
Wordsworth’
s
 basic method of definition in The Prelude is not far  
removed from the scholastic method, a procedure defined as a process
 for reaching the truth through disputation:
In these disputations a question was raised on which negative and
 
affirmative sides might be taken. In ordinary disputes the master
 or his students might uphold the negative side while a young
 teacher...would give arguments for the affirmative and answer
 the question. Throughout the debate the master was in charge,
 and it was his duty to settle the question according 
to
 his opinion.4
Wordsworth, of course, does not directly employ the method of debate,
 
nor do his definitions usually concern academic subjects.5 He does
 exercise rigorous control, however, over the way in which we are to
 share his experiences,
 
so that we may arrive at the proper conclusions.  
He clarifies concepts at length, anticipates unwarranted
 
conclusions  
or undisciplined speculation and assumptions,
 
and tries to forestall or  
limit error. These procedures he quite frequently accomplishes by
 stating what his experiences were not: limiting and defining that
 unique experience 
so
 that we may not mistake it for something else.  
This process, quite literally one of “defining” or setting limits, is the
 rhetorical hallmark of this ambitious poem.
Johnston observes that Wordsworth’
s
 frequent use of negative or  
double negative expressions is “of a piece with his habit of defining
 his experience by saying what it is not, as in the Ode and ‘Tintern
 Abbey,’ ” and he
 
correctly identifies Wordsworth’s use of double nega ­
tives, like his use of oxymorons, as a way “to exert his particular
 species of control.” Taking as an example the phrase “not undis
­turbed” from 
“
A Night-Piece,” he explains that “it allows the poet to  
acknowledge emotion while simultaneously asserting that the emo
­tion was not overwhelming—not, in a word, unnatural.”6
The negative means of stating a point is crucial to Wordsworth’s
 
strategy of defining—in the sense of limiting—our response to a given
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described experience. He neutralizes strong contrasts and goes all
 
around the situation so that his idea of it, examined perhaps nega
­tively, ultimately emphasizes the affirmative. Both the negative and
 affirmative sides are displayed, but the negative is usually present to
 draw our attention to the ultimate affirmative answer. One of the most
 striking examples of neutralizing contrasts occurs in The Prelude,
 Book 4:153-158:
While on I walked, a comfort seemed to touch
 
A heart that had not 
been
 disconsolate:  
Strength came where weakness was not known to be,
 At least not felt; and restoration came
 Like an intruder knocking at the door
 Of unacknowledged weariness.7
These lines carefully define
 
the limits of this experience. The comfort  
“seemed” to touch his heart; and in each of the three independent
 clauses, the positive influence is balanced precisely by the series of
 “not...not...not...un” which concludes them. The positive influences
 gain the upper hand rhetorically as well as in life, by virtue of their
 position of initial emphasis. The negatives, however, help to define the
 precise and unusual event, re-creating for us some of the surprise—if
 only of novel locution—-which was a part of the original experience.
Another use of negation as a defining device is for helping to
 
differentiate parts
 
of a long series, exemplified by the passage in Book  
1:146-157, in which Wordsworth says that upon “rigorous inquisition”
 he finds that he does not lack those things that are vital to a poet’
s work:
When, as becomes a man who would prepare
 
For such an arduous work, 1 through myself
 Make rigorous inquisition, the report
 Is 
often
 cheering; for I neither seem  
To lack that first great gift, the vital soul,
 Nor general Truths, which are themselves a sort
 Of Elements and Agents, Under-powers,
 Subordinate helpers 
of
 the living mind:  
Nor am 1 naked 
of
 external things,  
Forms, images, nor numerous other aids
 Of less regard, though won perhaps with toil
 And needful to build 
up
 a Poet’s praise.
By enumerating
 
some of his gifts as things not lacking, Wordsworth  
3
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tactfully avoids having to assume the pose of a catalog enumerator,
 
which might sound like boasting, and thus defeat his aim of persua
­sion. Furthermore, the series of
 
qualities that he finds upon inquisi ­
tion is not just a list of what he has, but a catalogue of what every poet
 should have. The negative statement “neither seem to lack,” which
 precedes the list of essential ingredients, puts the poet in comparison
 to some stipulated General Requirements of the Poet and then pro
­ceeds to declare that he has them, without, however, ostentatiously
 listing them as “Good Things I Have” or something similar. The
 negative statement helps avoid undue
 
emphasis on ego, and places it  
on the necessities of
 
any poetic life. In addition, each element in the  
series of poet’
s
 qualities is subtly differentiated by the necessary  
multiplication of concepts inherent in negative definition. He does not
 say merely “H, Y, and Z,” but rather enumerates “not
 
a lack  of X, nor  
of Y, nor am I without Z.”
We may, of course, define an idea in terms of what it is not. That is
 
true negative definition. The definition of solitude in Book
 
1:391-400 is  
precise in this regard, which is not merely a tactful rhetorical strategy
 to avoid some unwanted consequences of a positive statement, but
 rather essential to the meaning of the experience itself:
But after I had seen
That spectacle, 
for
 many days, my brain  
Worked with a dim and undetermined sense
 Of unknown modes of being; o’er my thoughts
 There hung a darkness, call it solitude
 Or blank desertion. No familiar shapes
 Remained, no pleasant images 
of
 trees,  
Of sea or sky, no colours 
of
 green fields;  
But huge and mighty forms, that do not live
 Like living men, moved slowly through the mind
 By 
day,
 and were a trouble to my dreams.
The perceptions are stated precisely, if negatively: solitude is the
 
absence of certain things. Even an apparent shift to the positive at
 line 398, “But huge and mighty forms,” is hedged with negative
 qualifiers: the forms “do not live/ Like living men.” The use of nega
­tives, and of words with negative connotations, for making state
­ments is a deliberate method for Wordsworth, in this case a matter of
 decorum, or logical appropriateness. The essential quality of solitude
 is, after all, the absence of the usual and familiar.
Another interesting use of the negative occurs in the argument
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posed
 
at Book 2:440 and following. Acknowledgement of the gifts that  
nature has
 
given the poet is set up as a Hypothetical question, to avoid  
the appearance of
 
egotism:
If, in this time
Of dereliction and dismay, I yet
 
Despair not of our nature, but retain
 A more than Roman confidence, a faith
 That fails not, in all sorrow my support,
 The blessing 
of
 my life; the gift is yours,  
Ye winds and sounding cataracts! ’tis yours,
 Ye mountains! thine, O 
Nature!
 Thou hast fed  
My lofty speculations; and in thee,
 For this uneasy heart of ours, I find
 A never-failing principle of joy
 And purest passion.
The whole affirmation is conditional—"if ’ he retains faith. Nature’s
 
gifts of faith and joy
 
do prevent despair and doubt, those states which  
would be the ordinary lot of one without the gifts. The elaboration
 which defines those gifts given to the poet is affirmative in the
 extreme: but it is delivered with the rhetorical emphasis of negation,
 i.e., "despair not,” "fails not,” and "never-failing.” Since this is an
 instance of highly emotional affirmation, it is worthy of note that
 Wordsworth enhances the effect with judicious use of negative locu
­tions, almost as a signal to the reader that something more than
 routine diction is being employed for emphasis.
Something like
 
the use of negative definition for a quality  that is 
essentially negative—Solitude—which has already been noted, occurs
 in Wordsworth’s definition of Innocence in Book 12. It goes a bit
 beyond the previously cited example, however,
 
in a way that takes us  
into deeper waters. Wordsworth sets
 
forth his  understanding of Inno ­
cence as a quality not unlike the "natural piety” of a maid
 
among his  
acquaintance. Like her, he had learned to love "whate’er the scene
 presented to her view” because "that was the best, to that she was
 attuned/ By her benign simplicity of life” (12: 159-161):
Even like this maid, before 
I
 was called forth  
From the retirement 
of
 my native hills,  
I loved whate’ er I saw: no  lightly loved,  
But most intensely; never dreamed of aught
 More grand, more fair, more exquisitely framed
 Than those few nooks to which my happy feet
5
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Were limited. 1 had not at the time
Lived long enough, nor in the least survived
 
The first diviner influence of this world,
 As it appears to unaccustomed eyes. (12: 174-183)
The images here record, appropriately, the state of Innocence as a
 
negative state—the state of not knowing anything else. This state,
 however, surpasses mere decorum. In a discussion of
 
Cowper’ s rela ­
tionship with the Augustans and the Romantics, J. F. Musser defines
 the syntax of limiting sentences such as Wordsworth here employs,
 thus: “sentences constructed with such modifications are like small
 paths themselves by which the reader moves forward with the poet,
 attracted in varying degrees to alternative
 
paths that are considered  
and rejected, and guided by hedges and fences of assumption that line
 the way.”8 The hedges and fences in the definition of innocence are
 “nor lightly loved” (lest we assume
 
that he  is merely simple, like  the  
maid); “never dreamed” (lest we think that he was unimaginative, he
 says he was happy, even if limited); and the complex of “not...nor...un
­accustomed” at the end which very precisely limits us to a comparison
 between the state of Innocence then, and experience now, without
 being unfair to either. We really are kept on the right track, with
 negatives.
Wordsworth in fact makes extensive use of the “hedges and fen
­
ces” variety of negative definition. With it, he corrects possible mis
conceptions, anticipates reader response, answers objections, or
 appeals to our common experience, as in
Ah! is there one who ever has been young,
 
Nor needs a warning voice to tame the pride
 Of intellect and virtue’s self-esteem?
One 
is
 there, though the wisest and the best  
Of all mankind, who covets not at times
 Union that cannot be;—who would not give,
 If so he might, 
to
 duty and to truth
The eagerness 
of
 infantine desire? (2: 19-26)
As in “Tintern Abbey,” so in The Prelude is the poetic voice quite
 
certain about the way in which he wants the reader to
 
understand his  
points. We are
 
given only the essential permutation and evolution of  
the reasoning behind conclusions, so these must be put to us in the
 most memorable fashion possible. Paul Sheats has shown that in
 “Tintern” as well
 
as in the early  poems of 1798 Wordsworth  carefully  
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and self-consciously predicates his views. Sheats examines lines 93-
 
102 of “Tintern” to show that
 
the speaker meticulously qualifies and  
modulates his assertions with terms that inform the reader of the
 effort to define them. “All
 
such terms,” Sheats  notes, “focus our atten ­
tion on the mind of the observer, whose perspective on a given object is
 both defined and dissociated from ours. We are
 
urged, that is, to look  
into another mind
 
from a point of view that is self-consciously exter ­
nal to that mind, a point of view that is critical and normative.”9 In
 line with this idea, we should note that negative qualifiers are also
 employed
 
to  this end. They carefully state the erroneous reasons that  
we might assume, in order to move us toward a
 
clear definition of the  
speaker’s own. Lines 85-93 of “Tintern Abbey” typify this method:
Not for this
Faint I, nor mourn nor murmur; other gifts
 
Have followed; for such loss, I would believe,
 Abundant recompense. For I have learned
 To look on nature, not as in the hour
 Of thoughtless youth; but hearing oftentimes
 The still, sad music of humanity,
 Nor harsh nor grating, though of ample power
 To chasten and subdue
Each negative emphasizes the speaker’s absolute conviction in the
 
correct assessment of his condition, and persuades what that assess
­ment is by simple emphasis: “not...nor...nor...not...nor...nor....” The
 negatives also emphasize that the speaker’
s
 assessment is not the  
usual one of regret at
 
the loss of youthful intensity, but rather moves  
us relentlessly beyond that premature conclusion to let us discover the
 “abundant recompense,” which is itself qualified and modified before
 being left as fully defined.
Similar negative definition is found in The
 
Prelude:
A boy I loved the sun,
 
Not as I since have loved 
him,
 as a pledge  
And surety 
of
 our earthly life, a light  
Which we behold and feel we are alive;
 Not for his bounty to so many worlds—
 But for this cause, that I had 
seen
 him lay  
His beauty on the morning hills...(2: 178-184)
Each of the negative reasons is one that the reader would, perhaps,
 
think of independently
 
and would be in error. Wordsworth firmly says  
that those are not his reasons. Praising the sun, he makes the
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distinction that he did not love it for adult but for childlike reasons; not
 
in the ordinary way, but in his own extraordinary one. It is crucial that
 we not supply our own reasons, and negative definition sees that we do
 not. One may
 
note a similar construction in the “Intimations Ode” at  
stanza ix, where negative reasons elaborate why Wordsworth’
s
 recol ­
lections of childhood elicit from him perpetual thankfulness:
Not indeed
For that which is most worthy to be blest; 
Delight and liberty, the simple creed
 
Of Childhood, whether busy or at rest,
 With new-fledged hope still fluttering in his breast:—
 Not for these 
I
 raise
The song of thanks and praise;
But for those obstinate questionings
 
Of sense and outward things,
 Falling from us....
Such negative reasonings and
 
negative qualifiers allow Wordsworth  
to entertain two perspectives on a subject: the erroneous and the true.
 The connection with the scholastic disputation, which featured all
 sides of the question in order to arrive at the true position, is apparent.
 This rhetorical device, as Sheats observed in the passage above, is a
 matter of perspective. We see the poet’
s
 mind as different from our  
own, and we are persuaded to accept his definitions rather than our
 own. We arrive at Wordsworth’
s
 truth, one perhaps quite different  
from our own, with the aid of negative definition.
Simple error-preventive use of the negative can be much more
 
elaborate when it becomes necessary to anticipate reader criticism,
 rather than mere wrong assumption. In order to head off misunder
­standing about the nature of the poet’s visionary powers, in Book 2,
 Wordsworth makes a carefully worded distinction. He says that
 “those fleeting moods/ Of shadowy exultation” were valuable, not
 because they were “kindred to our purer mind/ And intellectual life,”
 but “that the soul/ Remembering how she felt, but what she felt/
 Remembering not, retains an obscure sense/ Of possible sublimity.”
 The pedagogic tone of the sentence states his
 
perception of the nature  
of the
 
visionary power very masterfully, and the two carefully placed  
negatives isolate anticipated misresponses, immediately followed by
 two carefully affirmative qualifications. The clarity and rigor of the
 definitive tone in such statements invite the reader to abandon him
­self to the
 
speaker’ s special way of understanding—to agree with the  
master’s definition of the topic:
8
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Thence did I drink the visionary power;
And deem not profitless those fleeting moods
 
Of shadowy exultation: not for this,
 That they are kindred to our purer mind
 And intellectual life; but that the soul,
 Remembering how she felt, but what she felt
 Remembering not, retains an obscure sense
 Of possible sublimity, whereto
With growing faculties she doth aspire,
 
With faculties still growing, feeling still
 That whatsoever point they gain, they yet
 Have something to pursue. (2: 311-322)
Two other points remain
 
to be considered. They are (1) use of the  
negative
 
as an aid to  synthesizing large bodies of material, and (2) use  
of negatives
 
for various kinds of elaborate emphasis. Like a scholastic  
master, Wordsworth selects and arranges his materials to settle the
 question according to his opinion. To this end, he frequently stops
 
in  
The Prelude to synthesize large concepts so that the development of
 his
 
ideas  in a Book may be more easily grasped. For example, we have  
the synthesis of
 
Book 3:
And here, O Friend! have I retraced my life
Up to an eminence, and told a tale
Of matters which not falsely may be called
 
The glory of my youth. Of genius, power,
 Creation and divinity itself
1 have been speaking, for my theme has been
 
What passed within me. Not of outward things
 Done visibly for other minds, words, signs,
 Symbols or actions, but of my own heart
Have I been speaking, and my youthful mind. (167-176)
We
 
are gently reminded of what has been the theme,  and what has not.  
As an aid to
 
synthesis, the use of the unobtrusive negative is a tactful  
way to remind the reader to stay on the right path.
Extensive use of negative definition is also common as a device
 
for achieving proper emphasis in an important episode, in addition to
 the other uses already described. It is this employment that the
 remainder of this paper will consider. The encounter with the soldier
 in Book 4 is a particularly good example of use of the negative for
 emphasis, particularly because definition in negative terms 
is
 in fact a  
9
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part of that character. He is defined in terms of what he lacks, rather
 
than what he has, so that his deprivation and its extraordinary
 impression on the young poet are thereby given added emphasis:
A more meagre man
Was never 
seen
 before by night or day.
...Companionless,
No dog attending, by no staff sustained,
He stood, and in his very dress appeared
A desolation, a simplicity,
To which the trappings of a gaudy world
Make a strange back-ground.
...at his feet
His shadow lay, and moved not. From self-blame
Not wholly free, I watched him thus;
...and when I asked
His
 history, the veteran, in reply,
Was neither slow nor eager; but, unmoved,
And with a quiet uncomplaining voice,
 
A stately air 
of
 mild indifference,
He told in few plain words a soldier’s tale. (393-421)
Similarly, Wordsworth’
s
 portrait of his mother in Book 5 is given  
strong emphasis by the use of negative definition. In his estimation,
 “my honoured Mother” was a woman of most praiseworthy character,
 a strong guiding force during
 
her life, and an influence long  after her  
death. Here, negative definition is employed to emphasize her freedom
 from what might be assumed the common shortcomings of her
 station:
No presumption, 
no
 such jealousy,  
Nor did by habit of her thoughts mistrust
 Our nature... (5: 269-271).
Was not puffed up by false unnatural hopes,
Nor selfish with unnecessary 
cares, 
Nor with impatience from the season asked
 More than its timely produce....(5: 282-285)
As with the definition for his mother, Wordsworth often uses
 
negatives to emphasize the affirmative side of a subject. In Book 13,
 for example, he asserts his reverence for “Nature, and the power of
 human minds,” and predicates his task to record “truth/ And sanctity
 of passion,” so
10
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That justice may be done, obeisance paid
 
Where it 
is
 due: thus haply shall I teach,  
Inspire; through unadulterated ears
 Pour rapture, tenderness, and hope,—
my
 theme  
No other than the very heart of man,
 As found among the best of those who live—
 Not unexalted by religious faith,
 Nor uninformed by books, good books, though few—
 In Nature’s presence: thence may 1 select
 Sorrow, that 
is
 not sorrow, but delight;
And miserable love, that 
is
 not pain  
To hear of, for the glory that redounds
 Therefrom 
to
 human kind, and what we are. (237-249)
These statements, negative in form, clearly emphasize the affirmative
 
side of the subject. But elsewhere—in
 
Book 10  for instance—the use of  
the negative in direct, categorical statement can be used to define
 really negative qualities, such as tyranny:
That tyrannic power is weak,
Hath neither gratitude, nor faith, nor love,
 
Nor the support of good or evil men
 To trust in; that the godhead which is ours
 Can never utterly be charmed or stilled;
 That nothing hath a natural right to last
 But equity and reason; that all else
 Meets foes irreconcilable, and at best
 Lives by variety of disease. (200-208)
Here,
 
four balanced clauses beginning with “that”  isolate those desir ­
able qualities which the tyrannical
 
power lacks. In such passages, the  
definition, though carried out by negatives throughout, is neverthe
­less direct, pointed, and unequivocal, without the use of the negative
 as a qualifying or mollifying agent. In contrast, there are (particularly
 in Books 7 and
 
8) frequent uses of negative prefixes, such as “un-” or  
“dis-” or “in-” that
 
are in a lower key than the explicit “not...nor” sort  
of formulation in the definition of the tyrannical power. The less
 obtrusive negatives are not employed in definition per se, but do
 
help  
assure us of the speaker’s reasonable
 
nature. In a passage in Book 8,  
we observe the poet reflecting imaginatively on the end of things—
 specifically, on the last bell remaining on a foxglove stem:
Through quaint obliquities I might pursue
 
These cravings; when the foxglove, one by one,
11
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Upwards through every stage of the tall stem,
 
Had shed beside the public way its bells,
 And stood 
of
 all dismantled, save the last  
Left at the tapering ladder’s top, that seemed
 To 
bend
 as doth a slender blade of grass  
Tipped with a rain-drop, Fancy loved to seat,
 Beneath the plant despoiled, but crested still
 With this last relic, soon itself to fall,
 Some vagrant mother, whose arch little ones,
 All unconcerned by her dejected plight,
 Laughed as with rival eagerness their hands
 Gathered the purple cups that round them 
lay, Strewing the turf
'
s green slope. (392-406)
In these lines, the unobtrusive negatives “dismantled,” “despoiled,”
 
“unconcerned,” and “dejected” all focus attention on the stripped
 flower stem, but also imply an appreciation of the beauty of the
 foxglove in its full bloom. No definitions are attempted in this brief
 imaginative excursion; consequently no qualifications are set forth 
or assumptions dispelled. The discreet use of a negative mode gently
 reminds us, however, that the poet’
s
 sensibility is finely tuned.
An alternative way of explaining negative definition, one may
 observe, is connected with an observation by Stephen Prickett, to the
 effect that Wordsworth essentially affirms in the experience of
 selected spots of time “a unity or 'wholeness’ that is immediately
 apprehended as religious in quality....This vision of wholeness
 involves both confirming and denying at
 
the same time; it is a  unity  
constantly under tension.”10 Wordsworth indeed seeks not to empha
­size unduly any one side of an argument when he wishes to give both
 sides, as, for example, the passage about his love for the sun in Book 2.
 Negatively defining some subjects as carefully as he defines the
 
affir ­
mative in some others
 
is one way he has of dramatizing the activity of  
his thinking on any subject, thus validating his credentials as a
 scrupulous autobiographer—one concerned deeply with the truth,
 even if that involves contradictions or, in extremes, affirming and
 denying in the same breath...i.e., negative definition.
Part of the reason for the varying employment Wordsworth found
 
for negative definition is connected with his strong rhetorical sensibil
­ity, which Stephen Parrish succinctly notes in his discussion of
 
the  
Preface to the Lyrical Ballads:
This concern with the reader’s response and hence with the
 
artful means by which the poet plays upon it aws, I suggest Words
­
12
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worth’s central concern through all his critical writings, altering
 
little throughout his career.11
Nothing could better demonstrate a strong concern for reader
 
response, a defining impulse that leads
 
the poet to construct hedges of  
negatives around our speculations, than that long passage in Book
 
8  
in which the poet explains how, as
 
a youth, he was taught by nature to  
love man. He learned, he says, to love the ordinary rustic shepherd
 through direct experience, and not through literary representations.
 Each negative clause corrects the literate reader’
s
 possible misconcep ­
tion, making it impossible for us to stray from the experience of
 Wordsworth into some of
 
our own:
And Shepherds were the men that pleased me first;
 
Not such as Saturn ruled ’mid Latian wilds,
 With arts and laws so tempered, that their lives
 Left, even to us toiling in this late day,
 A bright tradition of the golden age;
Not such 
as,
 ’mid Arcadian fastnesses  
Sequestered, handed down among themselves
 Felicity, in Grecian song renowned;
Not such as...
Culled the best fruits of Time’s uncounted hours...
Nor
 such as Spenser fabled. (128-144)
Various kinds of negation, but particularly negative definition,
 
are employed by Wordsworth—especially in The Prelude—with great
 rhetorical effectiveness. It is evidence of his constant effort to define
 and articulate his deepest beliefs, and to present
 
them as  reasonably  
and as persuasively as he possibly could.
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